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CRWR 514: Techniques of Modern Fiction
Fall 2021 • T 3:30-6:20 • LA 303
Boris Fishman • boris.fishman@mso.umt.edu • Office: LA 130 
Office hours: Th 2-5PM, LA 130 [please use calendly.com/borisfishman – 2x30min]
[Please note that Class 5 will be on Zoom.]
UNIVERSITY POLICIES 
COVID
• Mask use is required within the classroom or laboratory.
• If you feel sick and/or are exhibiting COVID-19 symptoms, please don’t come to class and 
contact the Curry Health Center at (406) 243-4330.
• If you are required to isolate or quarantine, you will receive support in the class to ensure
continued academic progress. (Add specific information about how you, as the instructor, will
continue providing course materials to students in quarantine or isolation.)
• (If instructors are comfortable sharing or including this) UM recommends students get the
COVID-19 vaccine. Please direct your questions or concerns about vaccines to Curry Health 
Center.
• Where social distancing (maintaining consistent 6 feet between individuals) is not possible, 
specific seating arrangements will be used to support contact tracing efforts.
• Class attendance and seating will be recorded to support contact tracing efforts.
• Drinking liquids and eating food is discouraged within the classroom.
- As the semester progresses, the class may need to amend this syllabus and schedule to suit
changing needs, such as a shift to remote instruction. The university expects you to have ready
access to computers or other electronic devices that will allow you to meet and communicate
online.  
Withdrawal/dropping 
Please see the university calendar for all deadlines: https://www.umt.edu/registrar/calendar.php
Attendance/absence policy 
Please see the end of this syllabus for an extended discussion of the absence policy.
Students who know they will be absent should contact me in advance. Communication, and 
the trust it builds up, goes a long way. The more often and clearly you communicate about your
needs – before your lateness or absence, not after – the more understanding and accommodation 
you are likely to receive. There are 15 other people counting on your presence for the class to run 
with maximum effectiveness. Please be respectful of their time and mine.
Lateness:
Please be on time. Chronic lateness will result in docked grades.
Absence:
     





    
 
    
   
  
 
   
  
   
 
   
   
 
  















     
    
 





    
We get to meet only 14 times. There can be no unexcused absences without repercussions for
your grade. Three or more unexcused absences will result in a failing grade. Here’s the 
breakdown.
1st unexcused absence: final grade drops one letter grade (example: A drops to B)
2nd unexcused absence: final grade drops two letter grades (example A drops to C)
3rd unexcused absence: final grade is an F
Students who are registered for a course but do not attend the first two class meetings may be
required to drop the course. This rule allows for early identification of class vacancies to permit
other students to add classes. Students not allowed to remain must complete a drop form or drop 
the course through CyberBear to avoid receiving a failing grade.
Students are expected to attend all class meetings and complete all assignments for courses in
which they are enrolled. I may excuse brief and occasional absences for reasons of illness, injury, 
family emergency, religious observance, cultural or ceremonial events, or participation in a
University sponsored activity. (University sponsored activities include for example, field trips, 
ASUM service, music or drama performances, and intercollegiate athletics.) I will excuse 
absences for reasons of military service or mandatory public service; please provide appropriate
documentation (see below).
Cultural or ceremonial leave allows excused absences for cultural, religious, and ceremonial
purposes to meet the student’s customs and traditions or to participate in related activities. To
receive an authorized absence for a cultural, religious or ceremonial event the student or their
advisor (proxy) must submit a formal written request to the instructor. This must include a brief 
description (with inclusive dates) of the cultural event or ceremony and the importance of the
student’s attendance or participation. Authorization for the absence is subject to approval by the
instructor. Appeals may be made to the Chair, Dean or Provost. The excused absence or leave 
may not exceed five academic calendar days (not including weekends or holidays). Students
remain responsible for completion or make-up of assignments as defined in the syllabus, at the
discretion of the instructor.
Students in the National Guard or Reserves are permitted excused absences due to military
training. Students must submit their military training schedule to their instructor at 
the beginning of the semester. Students must also make arrangements with the instructor to 
make up course work for absences due to military service.
As for the attendance policy: Without attending class, you cannot perform your role as a student
involved in learning, planning, inventing, drafting; discussing reading and writing; learning and
practicing rhetorical moves and concepts; or collaborating with your instructor and classmates. 
Remember, however, that this is why excused absences are allowed; but please reserve those for
emergencies.
I reserve the right to adjust the policy in cases of significant, documented illness or emergency. 
Please note that instances of poor time management on your part do not constitute extenuating
circumstances. If you must miss class, you are responsible for obtaining any handouts or
   









   
   
 
   

























   
 
 
assignments for the class from a classmate. Make sure you talk with me in advance if you are 
worried about meeting a deadline or missing a class.
Lastly, just because an absence is excused does not mean you can have an unlimited 
amount. The range of the flexibility and accommodation depends on the situation and your
corroboration as per the requirements above. (Please also see, below, the particulars of
attendance accommodations for students with disabilities.)
Info on accommodation of students with disabilities 
Students with disabilities may request reasonable modifications by contacting me. The
University of Montana assures equal access to instruction for students with disabilities in 
collaboration with instructors and Disability Services for Students, which is located in 
Lommasson Center 154. The University does not permit fundamental alterations of academic
standards or retroactive modifications. Please see https://www.umt.edu/dss/faculty-
staff/Frequently_Asked_Questions.php for more information. There is more information at the 
bottom of this syllabus. In brief, a DSS letter by itself will not be adequate as a justification
for unlimited missed classes. In concert with DSS, the English Department has arrived at a
policy that requires a failing grade after 8 absences for a student with reasonable
accommodations.
(https://www.umt.edu/dss/faculty-staff/Frequently_Asked_Questions.php):
“Class attendance and assignment policies are set by faculty or departments. When the functional
limitations of the disability affect a student’s participation in his/her classes, the student’s
coordinator may recommend flexibility with attendance and deadline policies as a possible
reasonable modification.
However, flexibility with attendance and deadline policies may not be reasonable if class
participation is determined as an essential component of the class.
Instructors do not have to grant retroactive modification requests from students.
When requesting extended deadlines, students must to notify the instructors before the due date
and make arrangements with the instructor to determine the new due date. The extended
deadlines should not compromise the integrity of the course.
Instructors determine policies about make-up work, missed quizzes or exams. The instructors
have the right to hold to their academic standards and are not required to lower or modify
essential course elements to provide modifications to students with disabilities.
Discussion between the instructor and the student is essential. Disability Services coordinators
are available to participate in such discussions.”
Plagiarism 
Plagiarism is defined in the UM Student Conduct Code as representing another person's words, 
ideas, data, or materials as one's own. In this course it will result in a failing grade. Or, as the 





    
 
 
       
   







   
  
  







     
     
       
   
 
 
   
    
 
   
     
 
    
  
subject to an academic penalty by the course instructor and/or a disciplinary sanction by the
University. All students need to be familiar with the Student Conduct Code:
(http://www.umt.edu/vpsa/policies/student_conduct.php).”
Preferred Name & Preferred Gender Pronouns  
Professional courtesy and sensitivity are especially important with respect to individuals and 
topics dealing with differences of race, culture, religion, politics, sexual orientation, gender, 
gender variance, and nationalities. Class rosters are provided to the instructor with the student’s
legal name. I will gladly honor your request to address you by an alternate name or gender
pronoun. Please advise me of this preference early in the semester so that I may make 
appropriate changes to my records.





The course is going to be about writing that makes readers want to turn the page, broadly
defined. Different things make different readers turn the page, but in my experience, MFA
programs spend much less time on storytelling than the supposedly more literary stuff. Facility
with storytelling is, to my mind, indispensable – the mother sauce that frees you to experiment
with the gels and foams. And it’s much, much harder to do than literary people seem to
acknowledge. For this, they pay with poor sales. The beautiful thing is you can have both. And 
we will explore more than a few titles that do.
Grading
You will be graded on:
- Attendance (please see policy below) – 33%
- Sincerity of effort in your writing – 33%
- Sincerity of effort in your critique of class reading + writing by others/class participation – 33%
- There is no final project or extra credit. There is only the work you do throughout the semester. 
Prep materials
You will see about a dozen titles in the syllabus. As we will not be going beyond 100 pages in 
any, I will provide you with PDFs of your reading every week, though you may wish to acquire
the titles in full, either to avoid printing all those pages or because they’re not the worst books to 
own. (I will not require printing, in view of the environmental impact. I really dislike electronics
in the classroom, but if you prefer that solution, I will just trust you to stay with the class.)
Class structure 
This will be a hybrid reading/writing class, where our habit will be to read 100-200 pages a
week, usually the opening 50-100 pages of a novel, or novels, plus sometimes some auxiliary
stuff. Then, each week, several days before class, three students will submit a (minimum) 750-
word piece of writing (approx. three double-spaced pages) that responds to a prompt based on 
that week’s reading. We will discuss the published reading in the first half of the class and print 
out and “workshop” the student writing in the second. Workshop is in quotation marks because 
we will not be preparing written responses, though you’re encouraged to make all the 
preparatory notes you can/want before class. It’s my hope that you will leave class with openings 
to three stories. It’s also my hope that you will not limit yourself to only those exercises that fall 
on your weeks. Every week, I will ask a different student to get our conversation going in the 
first half of the class by offering concrete ideas and posing concrete questions about that week’s 
published reading. 
 
Requirements and etiquette for your written exercises 
DON’Ts 
a. Please do not turn in exercises that have spelling errors. 
b. Please do not turn in exercises that have not been proofread. 
c. Please do not turn in exercises that are not grammatical, unless lack of grammar or non-
standard grammar has purpose in the piece.  
d. Please do not turn in exercises that do not respect some kind of convention of fiction-writing. 
You can mark dialogue with double quotation marks, with single quotation marks, or with dashes 
– but please stick with one, and please use it every time someone speaks. Please put your 
commas inside your quotation marks. Etc. 
 
DOs 
f. Please identify your exercises with your name (except during Week 2). 
g. Please double-space your exercises. 
h. Please use 12-point Times New Roman font. 
i. Please number the pages in your exercises. 
 
- You are welcome and encouraged to write about people who are not like you, but please take 
care not to traffic in lazy stereotypes. Political correctness – NO. Curiosity, empathy, goodwill, 
and sensitivity – YES. Don’t worry about making mistakes – as long as they’re sincere, they’re a 
great opportunity to discuss something meaningful. This is a safe space for exploration, learning, 
trying things out – as long as the trying is sincere. We’re all on the same team. Let’s stay there. If 
you’re not certain about how to handle something, please ask.  
- In your exercises, be as experimental and non-traditional as you like, but respect us by turning 
in work into which you’ve put genuine effort. You will be welcome to participate in the 
discussion of your exercise, but:  
- “You didn’t get it” is not a useful response to feedback. If more than one or two people didn’t 
get something, it might be because you could do a better job with it. Have a listen – you can 
always ignore it later.  
- “It really happened that way” is not a useful response – great fiction has a very different 
structure from real life.  
- “It’s supposed to be vague” is not a useful response – ambiguity (though never vagueness) has 
a place in great fiction, but inclarity is never a part of it. More like double-clarity.  
- On the other hand, not everything you hear from your classmates (or me) will be useful. Feel 
free to ignore some, or all, of it. Trust your gut. 
 





     
  
  
   
    





    
  
 
      
  




   
 
      
 
   
 





   
 
  
   
 
 




Please print out the exercise, read it twice, mark it up, and bring it to class.
DON’Ts
- “I didn’t like it” is not adequate criticism. “I didn’t think there was enough at stake for the main 
character when they lose the dog – they never liked the dog in the first place” is. 
- “I didn’t understand it” is not adequate criticism. “I couldn’t understand whether, in the end, 
the character becomes the dog, or remains human” is.
- “I don’t like science fiction” is not adequate criticism. “I think that just because this is science
fiction doesn’t mean the universe shouldn’t have rules and logic of its own” is.
- As I hope does not require saying, no ad hominem attacks – no attacks, period. You don’t have
to like the writing, but you do have to help the author figure out how to make it stronger, in the
context of what they were trying to achieve. 
DOs
- Your criticism should be like your writing: Concrete, specific, vivid. Please cite examples.
Please feel free to offer alternative solutions to what you see as the writing’s challenges, as long
as they’re suggestions rather than prescriptions.
- Please evaluate the exercise in terms of what the author was trying to achieve. If the characters
are detached and remote, is that because the author seems to want to make them come alive and
just hasn’t yet figured out how to do it, or because it’s an intentional evocation of something
essential to the story? Just because it’s intentional doesn’t mean it works, of course, and if you 
think it doesn’t, you should say so (gently). But it’s important to try to work from how they do it
rather than how you’d do it. 
- If you’re looking for how to begin, it can help to start by summarizing what you understood to 
be the point, the contract, the intended achievement of the exercise. You might continue by
specifying what worked well – and extreme concreteness is just as critical here. Then what
didn’t. 
- Every piece of writing has to grapple with structure, pacing, characterization, dialogue, stakes, 
the usual craft business. Even alternative universes need logic and rules. Even autofiction needs
to be shaped and distilled. If you’re trying to figure out what else to talk about, work down the
checklist.
SYLLABUS
1. Aug. 31: “Fetishize Beginnings”
Read for class:
- Janet Malcolm, “41 False Starts” (https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1994/07/11/forty-
one-false-starts)
- Exercise #1 (Students 1-3): Prepare your own version of “41 False Starts,” as fiction or
nonfiction. Please include at least one start of only one word and at least one start of no more 
than a sentence. You can stop at 750 words (approx. three double-spaced pages) or however long
you need to get through enough starts for the thing to be worth the exercise. The subject is up to 
you.
- Exercise #2 (Everyone else): Choose one of the 10 opening sentences below and finish the 
paragraph (12 lines); then finish the paragraph for #7. (Please don’t look these up.) 
 
1. “Pammy is in an unpleasant Texas city, the city where she was born, in the month of her 
twelfth birthday.” 
2. “Tayo didn’t sleep well that night.” 
3. “I have just returned from a visit to my landlord – the solitary neighbour that I shall be 
troubled with.”  
4. “What year was it?” 
5. “Harriet and David met each other at an office party neither had particularly wanted to go to, 
and both knew at once this was what they had been waiting for.” 
6. “When she opened her eyes, she knew immediately where she was.” 
7. “Maya had been early to pick up Max the day he didn’t come home with the school bus.” 
8. “I had the story, bit by bit, from various people, and, as generally happens in such cases, each 
time it was a different story.” 
9. “Stillwater College sat on the fall line south of Petersburg.” 
10. “[ - ] was very much out of humour: his sister, a young girl, had gone away to live with [ - ], 
a married man.” 
 
2. Sep. 6: Fetishize Everything, aka “Anonymous Sex” 
(https://brittlepaper.com/2021/03/anthology-of-erotic-tales-features-chigozie-obioma-helen-
oyeyemi-and-marlon-james/) 
Read for class:  
- Excerpts from Ocean Vuong, On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous 
- Mary Gaitskill, “A Romantic Weekend”  
- Song of Songs (https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/shir-hashirim-song-of-songs-full-text)  
- Brief selections from Aimee Bender, Jeffrey Eugenides, André Aciman, Jamaica Kincaid, 
Michel Houllebecq, Edward St. Aubyn, Joyce Carol Oates. 
- Exercise for Students 4-6: Write a sex scene of no less than 750 words (approximately three 
pages, double-spaced). Do not put your name at the top. Print 16 copies and place them in my 
mailbox by Saturday at noon for pick up by the rest of the class. 
 
3. Sep. 13: A Modern Picaresque: David Benioff, City of Thieves 
Exercise for Students 7-9: Write 750 pages that set up a similarly irresistible premise. He does 
it by the numbers: Compelling, slightly adversarial characters (think buddy cop film), stakes, and 
a simple goal.  
 
4: Sep 20: Mystery/Thriller: Tana French, In the Woods; Agatha Christie, Murder on the 
Orient Express 
Students 10-12: 
Exercise #1: Your narrator learns that a parent she or he has never much known has died, 
leaving behind only a suitcase of effects. That suitcase has arrived on your narrator’s doorstep. In 
750 words, tell us about a mystery in the suitcase that makes us want to read on. 
Exercise #2: Rewrite, as you will for Erdrich’s LaRose, the Extreme Moment when the family 
finds out in In the Woods. 
Exercise #3: Write 750 words setting up a murder mystery that has the distinguishing elements 
to make us care, whether about whodunit, or something in howtheysolveit, or whatever.    
 
5. Sep 27: Fairy Tales: Selections from Russian fairy tales (modern and traditional), Italian folk 
tales, and Greek myths 
Exercise for Students 13-16: Write your own fairy tale, 750 words. 
(THIS CLASS WILL BE ON ZOOM) 
 
6. Oct. 4: Funny (?): Sam Lipsyte, The Ask 
Students 1-3: 
Exercise #1: Fix the problem with the firing in The Ask, in his voice or yours.  
Exercise #2: Small Thing, Big Suspense: Write 750 words that replicate the suspense created by 




Other stories that move: Tobias Wolff, “Hunters in the Snow,” Jhumpa Lahiri, “Heaven-Hell,” 
Flannery O’Connor, “The Lame Shall Enter First” and some gimmes from Guy de Maupassant, 
Roald Dahl, and others.  
 
7. Oct. 11: The Impossible Situation: Louise Erdrich, LaRose 
Students 4-7: 
Exercise #1: Rendering Extreme Moments on the Page: Rewrite pp. 4-5 




The Impossible Coincidence: David Bezmozgis, The Betrayers 
Exercise #3: Plot out, ie diagram, the opening scenes of a novel (no less than the usual 750 
words) powered by a single unlikely coincidence (because we’ll forgive one) that makes us want 
to know how things resolve. Then give us the first two paragraphs of that novel. 
 
8. Oct. 18: Noir, and Noir as Character: Georges Simenon, Dirty Snow 
Students 8-10: 




Plot as Character: John Kennedy O’Toole, A Confederacy of Dunces 
Exercise #2: Forget plot. Give me 750 words on an irresistible character whom we’ll follow 
regardless of what happens (or doesn’t). 
Exercise #3: Stop reading at page 50, and write the next 750 words of the novel – what job does 
Ignatius Reilly get? Give us the first scene there. (Then finish reading the assigned pages.) 
 




Exercise #1: 750 words setting up a situation of psychological horror, for instance a bachelor 
party of standard-issue bros at a remote vacation home (say, on an island off Maine) that gets. 
say, fogged in, so no way out, and they start getting picked off one by one. 
 
10. Nov. 1: The Horror Without: Emma Donoghue, Room; stories by Edgar Allan Poe 
Students 14-16: 
Exercise #1:  Write 750 words from the perspective of a child or another character who sees the 
world differently from your standard adult, deploying a distinct vocabulary to do so, as in Room. 
Exercise #2: We’re at the 100-page mark. What seemed audacious 100 pages ago now feels as 
routine as a much more conventional story. We need a “gas station.” (Definition of a gas station: 
https://paulsaxton.files.wordpress.com/2013/01/saunders-barthelme-a.pdf) Conceive and write 
one for us, please. 
 
11. Nov. 8: Worlds Beyond, or Literary “Genre” That Succeeds Too Well: Ursula Le Guin, 
The Left Hand of Darkness; Anne Rice, Interview with the Vampire 
Students 1-4: 
Exercise #1: Re-write Genly Ai’s exchanges with Estraven and the King to make us more 
curious about what happens next. 
Exercise #2: Write 750 words in which we meet two opposing forces but in a quotidian setting – 
opposing elements on a police force, the veteran and the rookie on a baseball team, two new 
hires at a “boring” workplace when we know only one will keep the job at the end of the week 
(and of course you’ll let us know why we should care who keeps hers or his) 
 
12. Nov. 15: Crime: Elmore Leonard, “3:10 to Yuma,” 52 Pickup, LaBrava 
Students 5-8: 
Exercise #1: Rewrite the second half of “3:10 to Yuma,” or at least the first 750 words of it. 
Exercise #2: How to write a scene in which a casually bigoted character expresses insensitivity 
based on identity. 
Exercise #3: You’re in the writers’ room. Fix LaBrava. 
 
13. Nov. 29: High and “Low”: Graham Greene, The Ministry of Fear 
Students 9-12: 
Exercise #1: Write 750 words describing a character’s love for something that leaves you 
indifferent, such as Arthur Rowe’s adoration of fetes. 
Exercise #2: Write 750 words describing a scene that requires as much technical vocabulary and 
precision (due to time, place, vocation, whatever) as the opening pages of Ministry of Fear. 
Exercise #3: Stop reading at page 50 and write the next scene, 750 words. (Then finish reading 
the assigned pages.) 
 
14. Dec. 6: Propulsion Without Event, aka Voice as Plot: Edward St. Aubyn, Never Mind and 
an excerpt from Bad News 
Students 13-16: 
Exercise #1: 750 words on a consequential family convergence 
Exercise #2: 750 of distinctive voice 
